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April 19, 2016 
 
Ex Parte 
 
Ms. Marlene H. Dortch 
Secretary 
Federal Communications Commission 
445 12th Street, SW 
Washington, DC 20554 
 

Re:  Connect America Fund, WC Docket No. 10-90; Universal Service Reform Mobility 
Fund, WT Docket No. 10-208 

 
Dear Ms. Dortch, 

 On April 15, 2016, Tina Pidgeon and Chris Nierman of General Communication, Inc. 
(“GCI”) and I met with Jim Schlichting, Sue McNeil, Chris Helzer, Peter Trachtenberg, Claire 
Wack, and Matthew Warner of the Wireless Telecommunications Bureau, and Alexander Minard 
of the Wireline Competition Bureau about the above-captioned proceedings.   
 

The GCI attendees provided material in response to questions previously asked by FCC 
staff.  First, GCI explained the methodology used to ascertain which census blocks were 
“served” by AT&T or Verizon using their own facilities to offer 4G LTE service, and which 
areas would not be eligible for future support under the Alaska Plan.  GCI overlaid the coverage 
shapefiles from the most recent Form 477 data, as of December 31, 2014, with the “populated 
portions” of 2010 census blocks in Remote Alaska (as defined by Commission rules) to compute 
the percentage of the population in each census block that is covered by each provider and 
technology.  The “populated portions” of census blocks were estimated based on proximity to 
roads and the existence of non-governmentally owned land in an attempt to better approximate 
the actual locations of population within large census blocks.  Consistent with the threshold 
adopted in the Rate of Return Reform Order for assessing overlap of a wireline rate-of-return 
carrier by an unsubsidized competitor,1 a census block was classified as served by AT&T LTE or 
Verizon Wireless LTE (and thus excluded from Remote Alaska base population) if 85% of the 
population is covered by the AT&T or Verizon Wireless LTE Form 477 shapefiles.   

 
 Once these census blocks “served” by AT&T or Verizon LTE were excluded from the 
Remote Alaska base population, GCI next explained its methodology for estimating the 
population of the remaining “served” census blocks.  The calculation of remaining served census 
blocks eligible for support provides the basis upon which performance commitments are made. 
 

                                                 
1  See Connect America Fund, Report and Order, Order on Reconsideration, and Further Notice 

of Proposed Rulemaking, FCC 16-33, 47 ¶ 121 (2016). 
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To identify served census blocks, and to avoid the situation in which a single person in a 
census block would render that entire block “served,” a census block was deemed to be served if 
the analysis demonstrated that 15% or more of the population in that block was within any 
carrier’s coverage polygon, regardless of the level of service (i.e., including voice, 2G data, 3G 
data, or LTE).  A block was categorized as “unserved” if less than 15% of the population in that 
block was within any carrier’s coverage polygon.  By this methodology, the total population of 
“served” census blocks in Remote Alaska, not counting those served at least 85% by AT&T or 
Verizon with 4G LTE over their own facilities, is approximately 144,000, based on 2010 Census 
population counts.2   
 
 The line demarking “served” from “unserved” census blocks is important in the Alaska 
Plan because “served” blocks are upgraded through carrier performance obligations, while 
“unserved” blocks are the subject of a reverse-auction mechanism.  Thus, the Commission may 
choose to draw the line between “served” and “unserved” at a different level than 15%. 
 

The population in the Remote Alaska areas subject to the Alaska Plan is the basis for 
GCI’s revised proposed performance commitments, presented in the meeting and attached here 
as Attachment A.  While the population totals remain preliminary and are subject to refinement, 
Attachment A reflects a commitment to move all fiber-backhaul areas, and the substantial 
majority of microwave-backhaul population, to LTE within ten years.  Moreover, GCI will be 
implementing LTE-over-satellite to approximately half of the population served by satellite 
backhaul, and will be moving at least 3,000 POPs from satellite backhaul to microwave.  GCI 
further explained that its commitments reflect the expansion and upgrade of its TERRA 
microwave network.  GCI is working to confirm the anticipated downlink and upload speeds, but 
is targeting 2 Mbps downlink and 800 kbps uplink for the vast majority of the LTE-served POPs.  
GCI also stated that it would be willing to review its commitments at or about five years into the 
Alaska Plan so that they could be revised to reflect the intervening development of middle-mile 
facilities.  

 
GCI also provided the attached charts (Attachment B), which estimate the population of 

Alaska Plan-eligible census blocks in which 85% of the population is served by each of two or 
more carriers.  The charts break out these overlaps by service level (voice, 3G or LTE) and, for 
voice and 3G, by air interface family.   

 
Finally, we urged that the Commission adopt the Alaska Plan rules and approve the 

carriers’ performance plans in the same order, if at all possible.  The Commission should 
nonetheless delegate authority to the Wireline and Wireless Bureaus respectively to make 
adjustments to the performance plans, as needed, as well as to conduct any five-year review.  
This would provide necessary flexibility, while allowing the Alaska Plan – for both its wireline 
and wireless components – to be implemented quickly and cohesively, including with respect to 
its budgetary aspects.  Such an approach would also ensure that the Alaska rate-of-return ILECs 
would be able to choose between the Alaska Plan, A-CAM-based support, and Connect America 
Fund Broadband Loop Support, with a full understanding of all alternatives. 

                                                 
2  Total Remote Alaska population is approximately 377,000. 
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In further response to staff request, GCI is attaching hereto as Attachment C a simplified 

explanation of its LTE-over-satellite solution.  Also, we noted that the Alaska Telephone 
Association was separately filing a revised copy of proposed implementing rules.3 

 
Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions regarding this matter. 

 
      Sincerely, 
 
       
 
      John T. Nakahata 

       Counsel to General Communication, Inc. 
 
cc: Jim Schlichting 
 Sue McNeil 
 Chris Helzer 
 Peter Trachtenberg 
 Claire Wack 
 Alexander Minard 
 Matthew Warner 

                                                 
3  See Letter from Christine O’Connor, Executive Director, Alaska Telephone Association, to 

Marlene H. Dortch, Secretary, FCC, WC Docket No. 10-90 (filed Apr. 18, 2016).  
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Attachment C 

LTE-Over-Satellite 

The existing cellular network in the satellite-served communities provides voice, 
SMS, MMS, and 2G EDGE data services through the use of Star Solutions remote MSCs 
(mobile switching centers) and Vanu, Inc. software-defined radios and BSCs (base 
station controllers). All communities are connected to the core network in Anchorage 
over satellite backhaul, provided through existing GCI-owned earth stations.  The core 
network in Anchorage consists of a gateway MSC (a gateway MSC to the rural network), 
GCI’s wireless network centralized HLR, and core GSM (shared with UMTS) data 
platforms (SGSN and GGSN). 

GCI plans to upgrade to 4G data speeds through a distributed core LTE system.  
In each of these communities, GCI will add both an eNodeB (Evolved Node B), which 
interacts with user handsets, and a remote EPC (Evolved Packet Core), which provides 
control and gateway functions for the new LTE system,. This distributed architecture also 
provides an interface between the remote GSM and LTE equipment (the SGs interface 
between the MSC and the EPC’s MME) so that circuit-switched fallback is supported in 
each village, just as GCI currently does in its urban wireless implementations of LTE.  
This architecture will also allow GCI to provide local call functionality in a standalone 
mode if satellite or other outages disrupt connectivity to the core network in Anchorage. 
For each satellite-served village, GCI plans to add a remote EPC and one or more 
eNodeBs to each served community to provide 4G data service, and also to add antennas 
to existing towers for spatial diversity as necessary to improve coverage in the existing 
coverage area.    

GCI’s proposed 4G EPC-LTE deployment will install in each village all 
components of an EPC and LTE network, except the centralized HSS (Home Subscriber 
Server), which is located in Anchorage.  Bench testing performed by one of GCI’s 
vendors indicates that the extension of the HSS link through the S6a interface over 
satellite is viable.  GCI’s HSS provider also concurs that the S6a interface works over 
geo-stationary satellite links.  Connection between each village’s remote EPC and the 
Internet will be achieved with standard 3GPP (3rd Generation Partnership Project) IP 
interface (via the SGi interface) , with which GCI has extensive experience. GCI uses a 
wide variety of transmission methods and systems such as satellite link acceleration, 
payload and header compression, and link optimization to deliver TCP/IP throughputs at 
speeds in excess of 15 Mbps.  GCI is not aware of any deployments using this specific 
combination of technologies and systems, but multiple vendors have come forth with 
proposals to provide this type of “EPC-in-a-Box” system solution.  With this technical 
solution, GCI plans to target throughputs from the remote base stations to the end user in 
these communities of 7 Mbps download with a reference signal received power (RSRP) 
of -108 dBm, both speed and power as measured outdoors.  The end user, however, could 
easily register lower download speeds depending on the actual radio frequency path, the 
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system loading, and the availability and cost of backhaul.  GCI believes that under 
normal operating conditions that end users will expect to experience speeds of 2 Mbps 
download and 800 kbps upload. 


